
RESEARCH PAPER

African American leadership groups: smoking with the
enemy
V B Yerger, R E Malone
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Tobacco Control 2002;11:336–345

Background: Among all racial and ethnic groups in the USA, African Americans bear the greatest
burden from tobacco related disease. The tobacco industry has been highly influential in the African
American community for decades, providing funding and other resources to community leaders and
emphasising publicly its support for civil rights causes and groups, while ignoring the negative health
effects of its products on those it claims to support. However, the industry’s private business reasons for
providing such support were unknown.
Objective: To understand how and for what purposes the tobacco industry sought to establish and
maintain relationships with African American leaders.
Methods: Review and analysis of over 700 previously secret internal tobacco industry documents
available on the internet.
Results: The tobacco industry established relationships with virtually every African American
leadership organisation and built longstanding social connections with the community, for three
specific business reasons: to increase African American tobacco use, to use African Americans as a
frontline force to defend industry policy positions, and to defuse tobacco control efforts.
Conclusion: As the tobacco industry expands its global reach, public health advocates should
anticipate similar industry efforts to exploit the vulnerabilities of marginalised groups. The apparent
generosity, inclusion, and friendship proffered by the industry extract a price from groups in the health
of their members. Helping groups anticipate such efforts, confront industry co-optation, and understand
the hidden costs of accepting tobacco industry largesse should be part of worldwide tobacco control
efforts.

African Americans have struggled for decades to obtain
civil rights and combat discrimination. In the process,
they forged ties with organisations—including tobacco

companies—that offered resources when allies were few. The
tobacco industry’s longstanding links with African American
leaders could be interpreted as representing a laudable
commitment to civil rights causes, as the industry claims.
However, an alternative interpretation is that these relation-
ships served the industry by helping to keep African
Americans engaged as tobacco consumers and silent as oppo-
nents. Whatever the intended purposes, the normalised,
pervasive presence of tobacco within African American
communities has had deadly effects.

Compared to other racial/ethnic groups, African Americans
bear the greatest health burden from preventable tobacco
related diseases,1–5 which kill approximately 45 000 African
Americans yearly.4 6 Because of this disparity, it is critical to
understand how the tobacco industry operates within African
American communities, and for what purposes. Although
some have suggested that African Americans lack interest in
tobacco control,7 an increasing number of tobacco control pro-
grammes are being implemented by and for black
communities.1 4 Some African American leaders have begun
speaking out against industry targeting of people of colour.4 8

This paper analyses internal tobacco industry documents to
show how deeply embedded ties between African American

leadership groups and the industry normalise tobacco use and

industry presence, influence African American voices in the

tobacco control policy process, and obstruct or weaken tobacco

control efforts.

METHODS
As a result of the 1998 Master Settlement Agreement in the

USA, over 40 million pages of internal tobacco industry docu-

ments are electronically accessible through tobacco company

websites, the University of California, San Francisco’s Legacy

Tobacco Documents Library,9 and others.10–12 Documents for

this paper were retrieved between February 2001 and April

2002 primarily from the Philip Morris, RJ Reynolds, Brown

and Williamson, Lorillard, and Tobacco Institute websites.13–17

Additional documents were retrieved from the Minnesota

Tobacco Document Depository.

Approximately 700 internal tobacco industry documents

pertaining to African American leadership groups were

collected and reviewed. Several search strategies were

utilised.11 We searched for identifiers (for example, “black”,

“African American”), organisation names (for example,

“NAACP”), and names of leaders using a “snowball”

approach. Also, we reviewed relevant secondary data sources

including newspaper and journal articles. EndNote18 software

was utilised for data management. Data were analysed to cat-

egorise the tobacco industry’s practices and goals in establish-

ing influence with African American leaders.

RESULTS
Background: the tobacco industry and black leadership
In the 1930s, about half of all persons employed in manufac-

turing positions in the tobacco industry were African

American.19 Philip Morris claims to be the first tobacco
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company to hire black salesmen,20 while RJ Reynolds (RJR)

was the first in the industry to desegregate its facilities and

integrate production lines.4 19 Yet, most blacks were still denied

better paying jobs and typically worked in unpleasant

conditions.21 During the 1940s, however, PM realised that “the

black community [made] up a distinct market”22 and began

advertising in black publications.20 Other tobacco companies

followed.1 Henceforth, African Americans were regarded not

only as industry labour, but also as potential tobacco

consumers.4

According to a PM chronology of its corporate involvement

in the black community,22 tobacco executives George Weiss-

man and Joseph Cullman, both of whom served as PM board

chairman and CEO, had established relationships with black

organisations by the 1950s. Weissman volunteered with the

National Urban League (NUL) and Cullman was an “active

supporter of Urban League, NAACP [National Association for

the Advancement of Colored People], UNCF [United Negro

College Fund], etc.” Cullman later joined the NUL board of

directors. By the time they became PM’s top executives, Weiss-

man and Cullman had been forming ties within the black

community for over 30 years.

The industry used its relationships with black organisations

to recruit African Americans into its workforce,22 which, in

turn, intensified tobacco industry presence in black organisa-

tions. Many individuals hired by the industry were influential

within the African American community.3 For example, in the

1940s, PM hired Herb Wright, a former youth director for the

NAACP.23 Wright worked for PM for 30 years,24 expanding PM’s

reach into black colleges20 and black organisations.22

Other examples of the intertwined relationships between

black leaders and the tobacco industry include Vernon Jordan,

former executive director of NUL and former board member of

RJR; Margaret Young, widow of former NUL executive director

Whitney Young, Jr, and board member of PM;22 Ivor W

Hughes, chairman/CEO of Brown and Williamson Tobacco

Company and board member of NUL;25 Raymond Pritchard,

another chairman/CEO of Brown and Williamson, NUL board

member, and advisor to Opportunities Industrialisation Cent-

ers of America, a black economic development programme;26

and Hugh Cullman, PM chairman/CEO and chairman of the

board of the United Negro College Fund.27 28 The tobacco

industry worked to retain “close, continuing relationships”

with virtually every major African American leadership

group29 (table 1).

Establishing and normalising a tobacco presence
Black opinion leaders were researched and sought out by the

tobacco industry in order to enhance corporate image and

improve market position within African American

communities.30–32 One industry image building strategy was to

establish an association with the public service efforts of Afri-

can American organisations. For example, industry docu-

ments describe a PM sponsored symposium focusing on

blacks and their civil rights struggle. The 1989 symposium was

a collaboration between the Joint Center for Political and Eco-

nomic Studies (an African American public policy “think

tank”) and the Smithsonian Institution. To honour Black His-

tory Month, eight half-hour programmes were aired on over

200 radio stations in 50 countries.33 Each opened and closed

with credits for PM. When the estimated three million listen-

ers heard the broadcasts, they also heard the tobacco industry

associated with African American accomplishments. RJR

likewise associated itself with a highly regarded civil rights

organisation by placing its corporate logo on billboards

promoting NUL’s community service campaigns.34

Tobacco money supported African American civil, edu-

cational, social, and political organisations and community

leaders elected on local, state and federal levels.7 35 (table 1)

Support included corporate contributions, business expenses,

honoraria, journal ads, and promotional items.36 The amount

of support was based on the “importance of [the] organisation

to [the] company’s long term goals”.37 In 1989, 70% of PM

expenditures to minority organisations went to black

groups.36

At annual conferences of African American organisations,

the tobacco industry built its positive image by displaying to

thousands its largesse. For example, the Congressional Black

Caucus Foundation’s Annual Legislative Weekend attracted up

to 50 000 of the most influential black leaders in politics, gov-

ernment, business, education, and law.38 Tobacco executives

socialised and built support by hosting receptions and dinners

at these events.39

At the 1983 NAACP annual convention, for example, Brown

and Williamson announced a “fair share agreement” with the

NAACP, promising major economic opportunities for blacks

and other minorities.

“These efforts are projected to have a positive result of
$26 million in purchases from minority vendors in the
first fiscal year . . .approximately $4.75 million to minor-
ity advertising and marketing services companies . . .
approximately 21 percent of the corporate contributions
budget [given to organisations which primarily serve
minorities].”40

However, a 1984 marketing document elucidates the

company’s primary motive:

“ . . .the Fair Share agreement with the NAACP, associ-
ation with a national civil rights organization can be
viewed . . .as an endorsement of Brown & Williamson
and its products . . . if managed with sensitivity, this
association can be linked positively to the minority buy-
ing public. Clearly, the sole reason for B&W’s interest in
the black and Hispanic communities is the actual and
potential sales of B&W products within these communi-
ties and the profitability of these sales . . . this relatively
small and often tightly knit [minority] community can
work to B&W’s marketing advantage, if exploited
properly.”41 [emphasis added]

The industry extracted something in return from organisa-

tions that received its money. For example, when the NAACP

relocated an office, RJ Reynolds helped fund the move, but

also expected the organisation to facilitate publicity:

“One check is in the amount of $30,000 representing
our 1987 grant to the NAACP Special Contributions
Fund. The second check is in the amount of
$25,000 . . .for the relocation of your office . . .it is our
understanding that you will provide an appropriate plat-
form . . .that we may make public these grants.”42

Policy influence
The tobacco industry expected its relationship with African

American political organisations to achieve political and policy

goals.43 The Congressional Black Caucus Foundation (CBCF),

the separate fund raising entity that supports the Congres-

sional Black Caucus’s (CBC) political activities,44 administers

fellowship, internship, and scholarship programmes for aspir-

ing African American leaders. The tobacco industry supported

the CBC and CBCF, including at least $125 000 in 1985,45

$50 000 in 1986,46 and $155 000 in 1993.47 Involvement in

these programmes provided opportunities for the industry to

link with individuals deemed likely to become future policy

leaders and eventual allies, as suggested by a 1990 PM memo:

“Purpose of [sponsoring] internships: develop an early
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Table 1 African American organisations with tobacco industry involvement

Organisation
type* Organisation name

Type(s) of tobacco
industry
involvement† Involved tobacco company(ies)‡

C E M P BW LO PM RJR TI

Business/
professional/
trade

A. Philip Randolph Foundation X X X X X X X
Association of Minority Enterprises of New York X X X X
Black Expo X X X X X X
Black Women in Publishing X X X
Coalition of Black Trade Unionists X X X X X
Conference of Negro Business and Professional Women X X
Dallas Black Chamber of Commerce X X X
International Association of Black Professional Fire Fighters X X
National Association of Black & Minority Chambers of Commerce X X
National Association of Black Journalists X X X X
National Association of Black Social Workers X X X
National Association of Market Developers X X X X
National Association of Minority Contractors X X X
National Association of Minority Women in Business X X X
National Association for Real Estate Brokers X X X X X
National Association of Women Business Owners X X
National Bankers Association X X X
National Bar Association X X X X X X
National Black Chamber of Commerce X X X X
National Black MBA’s Association X X
National Black Media Coalition X X X
National Black Police Association X X X X X
National Business League X X X X X X
National Conference of Black Lawyers X X X
National Dental Association X X
National Forum for Black Public Administrators X X X X X X
National Minority Business Council X X X X X
National Minority Supplier Development Council X X X X X X X
National Newspaper Publishers Association X X X X X X X
National Organization of Black Law Enforcement Executives X X X X
National United Affiliated Beverage Association X X X X X
North Carolina Association of Minority Business X X X
Opportunities Industrialization Centers of America X X X X X X X X
West Coast Black Publishers Association X X X X
World Institute of Black Communications, Inc. X X X

Civil/equal
rights

American Association for Affirmative Action X X X X
Leadership Conference on Civil Rights X X X
National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) X X X X X X X X X
National Council of Negro Women X X X X X X
National Urban League, Inc (NUL) and local chapters X X X X X X X X
Operation PUSH (Rainbow/PUSH Coalition) X X X X X X
Southern Christian Leadership Conference X X X X X
United Black Church Appeal X X

Community
development

100 Black Men of America X X X
Associated Black Charities X X
National Association of Negro Business and Professional Women’s Clubs X X X X X X
National Coalition of 100 Black Women X X X X

Educational Florida A&M University X X
Jackie Robinson Foundation X X X X
Meharry Medical College X X X
National Association for Equal Opportunity in Higher Education X X X
National Black Child Development Institute, Inc. X X
North Carolina A&T State University X X
North Carolina Central University X X
Tuskegee Airmen X X X
United Negro College Fund X X X X X
Winston-Salem State University X X

Fraternities/
sororities

Alpha Kappa Alpha X X X X X
Alpha Phi Alpha X X X X
Delta Sigma Theta X X X X X X
Kappa Alpha Psi X X X X X
Omega Psi Phi X X
Phi Beta Sigma X X

Political and/or
public policy

Black Elected Democrats of Ohio (Ohio Legislative Black Caucus) X X
Congressional Black Caucus X X X X X X X X X
Congressional Black Caucus Foundation X X X X X X
Georgia Association of Black Elected Officials X X X X X
Georgia Legislative Black Caucus X X X X
Joint Center for Political and Economic Studies X X X X
Louisiana Legislative Black Caucus X X
Massachusetts Legislative Black Caucus X X X
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relationship with individuals who are likely to wind up in the

pub[l]ic policy arena.”48 The industry also funded internship

and scholarship programmes of other important African

American organisations, including the National Newspaper

Publishers Association.49 50

The industry also sponsored mentoring programmes in

order to reach future African American policymakers. For

example, RJR participated in the NUL’s Black Executive

Exchange Program (BEEP).37 Established in 1969, BEEP works

with black colleges to connect students with African

American executives from industry and government. A 1990

report from an RJR employee suggests that industry policy

positions were promoted through BEEP seminars:

“The importance of this seminar went beyond the lectures
and symposia . . .[the] influence that representatives from
RJR have on the attendees of the seminar should be
noted. It was during conversations with small groups and
individuals that this influence was most effective. These
conversations provided opportunities to present the
smoker’s rights position to persons intimately involved in
smoking/non-smoking policy-making activities within
their companies . . .”51

The industry sought generally to establish relationships

with politicians early in their careers.52 By showering with

attention junior and local politicians who were likely to move

on to state and federal offices, the industry sought to enlarge

its pool of political allies. A 1991 memo written by an RJR rep-

resentative working in Ohio illustrates the industry’s watchful

interest in local African American politicians:

“Barbara [Boyd] . . .Vice-Mayor of Cleveland Heights,
Ohio . . .first-ever black elected official . . .co-founder of
the Black Women’s Political Caucus, President of the
Cleveland Heights Democrats, and the Secretary of the
Cuyahoga County Democratic Party . . . Barbara is,
without a doubt, going places.”

“[Cleveland Mayor Mike White:] . . .African-American
big city mayor . . .in the process of consolidating his

political power . . .it’s clear that Mike White can either
open or close a number of doors for us.”53

Industry generosity was undertaken not merely for

goodwill’s sake, but because it was a way to ensure support for

the industry’s policy positions. A 1991 RJR memo provides an

example of a political organisation offering to support and

defend the industry in exchange for tobacco money. When

RJR hosted a dinner reception in honour of the Michigan

Black Legislative Caucus (MBLC), members of the caucus

asked RJR to contribute to a black owned hospital and Detroit

youth organisations.

“[We, RJR] . . .were assured that our support would be
welcomed, regardless of the probable criticism of
anti-smoking activists. We were further assured that
[MBLC] would in turn support us . . .Caucus members
assured us that they were willing to be friends of the
industry, and pledged their support.”54

Many other African American organisations that accepted

tobacco money have supported the industry by opposing

tobacco control legislation.46 55 For example, during the second

half of the 1980s, the federal government was looking for ways

to address its budget deficit. Increasing the federal excise tax

on tobacco products was one option. Increasing excise taxes is

also an effective way to reduce tobacco use,56 57 especially

among African Americans.58 It has also been demonstrated

that higher excise taxes on tobacco products discourage

initiation of smoking, particularly among low income youth.59

A 1987 PM marketing memo reveals the industry’s knowledge

of what an excise tax increase could do:

“You may recall . . . that the 1982-83 round of price
increases caused two million adults to quit smoking and
prevented 600,000 teenagers from starting to smoke.
Those teenagers are now 18–21 years old, and since
about 70 percent of 18–21 year-olds and 35 percent of
older smokers smoke a PM brand, this means that
700,000 of those adult quitters had been PM smokers
and 420,000 of the non-smokers would have been PM

Table 1 continued

Organisation
type* Organisation name

Type(s) of tobacco
industry
involvement† Involved tobacco company(ies)‡

C E M P BW LO PM RJR TI

Regional and/or
public policy
(continued)

Michigan Black Legislative Caucus X X X X
National Association of Black County Officials X X X X X
National Black Caucus of State Legislators X X X X X X
National Black Republican Council X X
National Conference of Black Mayors X X X X X
National Political Congress of Black Women X X
New York State Black, Puerto Rican, and Hispanic Legislative Caucus X X X X X
North Carolina Legislative Black Caucus X X
South Carolina Legislative Black Caucus X X
Tennessee Caucus of Black State Legislators X X X X
World Conference of Mayors X X X X X X

*Categorised according to the National Directory of African American Organizations, located on Philip Morris website.
†C, Corporate/organisational links: documents provide evidence of shared leadership between community organisation and one or more tobacco
companies (for example, dual board relationships). E, Economic support: documents provide evidence that one or more tobacco companies or the
Tobacco Institute provided economic support for the organisation or its designees. This support may include direct contributions, sponsorships of activities
or internships, or covering of other expenses such as travel or office relocation. M, Marketing access: documents provide evidence that the organisation
facilitated marketing access to its members for one or more tobacco companies (for example, cigarette sampling allowed at organisation’s
functions/events). P, Political exchange: documents provide evidence that one or more tobacco companies or the Tobacco Institute has assisted the
organisation in political matters (for example, handled press conferences, press releases, assisted with lobbying, linked organisation with allies), or that the
organisation has assisted the tobacco industry in its political matters.
‡BW, Brown and Williamson Tobacco Company; LO, Lorillard Tobacco Company; PM, Philip Morris; RJR, RJ Reynolds; TI, The Tobacco Institute.
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smokers . . .[we] don’t need to have that happen
again.”60 [emphasis in original]

Although this memo does not address African American

smokers specifically, it suggests why the Tobacco Institute had

declared in 1984 that preventing any excise tax increase was

the industry’s highest priority.61

One of the industry’s key strategies for fighting tax

increases was to argue that excise taxes were regressive and

disproportionately unfair, particularly to minorities.62 63 Dis-

playing credible support for this argument led to an

intensified effort to pull minority organisations on board.61 In

1981 the Congressional Black Caucus had proposed an

alternative to President Reagan’s federal budget.64 Although

the CBC budget included a tax cut for middle income

Americans,65 it also contained a 10% increase in the tobacco

excise tax.66 67 This alternative budget would have restored

most of the funding for social programmes considered vital to

the poor, which were proposed for cuts under the Reagan

plan.68 Yet, in 1984, for undetermined reasons, the CBC’s alter-

native budget opposed increasing tobacco excise taxes.

The tobacco industry sought to leverage the caucus’

changed position, as a 1984 document shows:

“The recent (3/30/84) adoption by the Congressional
Black Caucus of an alternative budget program which
expressly opposes any increase in or extension of ciga-
rette excise taxes . . .can be used to industry
advantage . . .”69

By June 1985, the industry felt confident that the National

Black Caucus of State Legislators (NBCSL) also opposed

increasing excise taxes70 and therefore would support the

industry’s position. According to a Tobacco Institute memo,

the industry secured further support from other African

American organisations:

“Philip Morris staff has reported that the following groups
have or will submit statements in support of our position
[on the excise tax]: NAACP, National Urban League,
National Association of Black County Officials, National
Coalition of 100 Black Women, National Black Police
Association . . .West Coast Black Publishers Associ-
ation . . .and the Georgia Association of Black Elected
Officials.”71

As part of the industry wide effort, PM distributed to 50

major African American newspapers an op-ed piece appar-

ently authored by James Hargrove, chair of the National Black

Police Association,72 73 addressing “the inherent unfairness of

excise taxes to minorities”.62 Mr Hargrove, a recipient of

tobacco money,72 74 often defended pro-tobacco issues.75–78

By the end of 1985, Reverend Jesse Jackson, chair of the

National Rainbow Coalition, was also attacking excise taxes.79

Citing a 1981 economic study, Jackson asserted that “the

tobacco tax burden is as much as 10 times greater for Black

consumers”. It is unclear whether Jackson understood that

the study’s author, economist V Glenn Chappell, was research

director of the Tobacco Tax Council and consultant to the

Tobacco Institute and had been affiliated with the industry

since at least 1973.80–82

When Congress announced 1987 public hearings on federal

revenue options, the tobacco industry solicited additional

support from the National Conference of Black Mayors83 84 and

Opportunities Industrialization Centers of America.84 The CBC

established a task force to review the impact of excise taxes on

the poor, blacks, and other minorities, which issued a 1987

report.85 Congressman Mervyn Dymally (Democrat, Califor-

nia), chair of the CBC and a recipient of tobacco money,86–89

presented the report to congressional committees. Echoing

industry positions, Dymally argued that federal excise taxes

were unfair, regressive, and disproportionately affected low

income families, blacks, and other minorities.90 Several memos

written by Samuel Chilcote, Tobacco Institute president, reveal

that the industry took credit for shaping these views:

“Since January [1987] substantial progress has been
made in convincing . . .the Congressional Black
Caucus . . .that excise tax increases would hurt the
poor . . .”91

The tobacco industry coordinated press conferences and

media placements of op-eds to promote Dymally’s task force

report.

“[Dymally] will conduct a press conference next week to
release his report on excise tax regressivity . . .[The
Tobacco Institute] is coordinating the press event and
coverage . . .”92

“By the end of December [1987], twenty black publica-
tions had published op-eds prepared by . . .Dymally
opposing increased federal excise taxes. We [the
Tobacco Institute] coordinated the project . . .”93

In 1989, the threat of increased excise taxes still existed on

Capitol Hill. The tobacco industry maintained its connection

with Dymally (who once publicly admitted to voting on behalf

of tobacco even when it conflicted with his own views94) as a

resource to help the industry and its allies kill tax proposals.95

Industry spokespersons continued quoting Dymally into at

least the early 1990s,96–98 even after he was no longer a member

of Congress.

Representative Charles Rangel from New York, another CBC

member, has taken tobacco money.86 99–101 Despite previously

supporting legislation to inform the public of tobacco’s

dangers (H.R. 4957) and legislation acknowledging that

smoking increased cancer mortality for blacks (H.R. 4856),102

Rangel was a congressional contact for the industry103 and

thought to be “willing to compromise with the tobacco

industry”.104 On the state level, powerful politician Willie

Brown, former speaker of the California House and current

mayor of San Francisco, was a longtime recipient of tobacco

industry contributions who repeatedly used his power to

thwart tobacco control measures.105

The industry also drew on ties with African American lead-

ers to circumvent local tobacco control policies and exploit

promotional opportunities. For example, a 1984 RJR sports

sponsorship promotional plan for Chicago noted that:

“ . . .almost all softball league games are played on Park
District or Chicago Board of Education grounds. RJRT’s
own policies prohibit sampling on school grounds. In
addition . . .Chicago Park District regulations prohibit the
sampling of cigarettes on Park District grounds.
However, our contacts to [sic] various political repre-
sentatives . . .lead us to believe we could receive some
support/assistance from local black politicians in obtain-
ing permission to sample at these activities.”106

The tobacco industry’s presence was not always evident. It

often called upon third party “allies” within minority groups

to approach black leaders on its behalf.107 For example, the

industry urged the West Coast Black Publishers and the Black

Professional Fire Fighters to write to CBC members, asking

them to oppose tobacco control legislation108 and co-sponsor

pro-tobacco legislation.109 When the Tobacco Institute planned

to contact the Council of Black Churches for assistance in dis-

tributing the industry’s booklet “Tobacco: Helping Youth Say

No”, Benjamin Ruffin, RJR’s African American vice president
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of corporate affairs, warned the Institute that “tobacco people

might not be enthusiastically received” by the council.110

Heeding Ruffin’s warning, the Tobacco Institute called upon

Norm Hill of the A Philip Randolph Foundation, a black trade

union organisation named after the civil rights leader, to meet

with the church council. The foundation, also a recipient of

tobacco money,111 had previously supported the industry’s

efforts in opposing excise tax increases.93

Emerging African American resistance
African Americans were not, however, merely passive recipi-

ents and industry pawns. Some questioned and challenged

industry practices. For example, in 1984 a beneficiary of an

industry supported internship programme questioned the

distribution of cigarette samples, a common practice at many

African American events.112–117 CBCF intern Mark Mitchell,

MD, MPH, wrote to CBCF executive director Frank Morris

expressing concern that smoking was especially harmful to

blacks and requesting that the CBCF policy board reconsider

the practice of allowing cigarette distribution at its events.

“I am very much disturbed by the [CBCF’s] policy of pro-
moting cigarette smoking . . .I am requesting that you
raise these issues . . .in the hope that we will adopt a
policy more in line with . . .the well-being of Black
Americans . . .Cigarette promotions have been highly
successful in coercing Black people to begin smok-
ing . . .Yet CBCF has not discouraged smoking. On the
contrary[,] it is encouraging more Blacks to smoke.”118

It is unclear whether the CBCF board saw the Mitchell let-

ter, but executive director Morris forwarded a copy to Norm

Gaines, the RJR representative who supplied cigarettes for the

CBCF events,119 noting:

“One of our scholars . . .contends that there is evidence
to show that heavy cigarette smoking by Black
Americans [note: nowhere in Dr Mitchell’s memo is there
a reference to “heavy cigarette smoking”] is having a
disproportionately negative impact on the health of Black
Americans . . .We want to hear all sides of this issue and
to see whether you or the Tobacco Institute has any infor-
mation on the impact of cigarette smoking upon Black
Americans.”120

We were unable to locate a reply from Gaines, but an

unsigned letter in the Tobacco Institute collection dated

August 1984 appears to be a prepared response to Morris’s

request. Although the industry had known since the 1950s

that smoking is associated with cancer,121 the letter asserts:

“To draw a conclusion that smoking causes certain
chronic diseases and other adverse health conditions in
blacks . . .is not justified in our view.”122

Despite Dr Mitchell’s attempt to intervene, tobacco presence

continued at CBCF events. In 1987, three years after Dr

Mitchell’s letter, CBC members Julian Dixon and Mickey

Leland asked PM for $75 000 and a three year commitment to

sponsor the CBCF Annual Legislative Weekend’s fashion

shows.123 Although the congressmen said they “[looked]

forward to the opportunity to reciprocate in the very near

future”, their request was initially denied because PM

marketing executives felt that attendees at the CBCF fashion

shows “[did] not represent a target franchise for product pro-

motion or publicity”.124 However, because the industry was

then fighting the excise tax battles, CBC support was strategi-

cally important. Corporate office pressure led PM to sponsor

the CBCF events after all, for reasons revealed in a memo from

Stanley Scott, vice president of public affairs, to Ellen Merlo,

vice president of marketing services.

“ . . .I received correspondence from our . . .Federal
Relations office in Washington urging me to contact four
members of the Congressional Black Caucus on the criti-
cal issue of proposed increased excise taxes . . .In view
of this direct request from the Black Caucus leadership
and the ongoing Philip Morris political support of this
constituency . . .I urge reconsideration of your decision
in this [sponsorship] matter.”46

The CBC solicited Philip Morris to financially support the

fashion shows, but did not want cigarette brand support

publicised.125 126 Philip Morris, expecting visibility and an

opportunity to promote its Virginia Slims brand,127 instead met

resistance:

“ . . .the program cover for the . . .fashion show will now
not include “presented by Virginia Slims” . . .and [with]
the Caucus unhappiness with being associated with a
cigarette brand, we have lost all Virginia Slims presence
at the event.”125

RJR was also experiencing resistance from Johnson

Publications, publisher of Ebony and Jet magazines, regarding

promotion of MORE cigarettes at the Ebony fashion shows.

Due to public pressure, Ebony suspended its affiliation with

the cigarette.3 A memo from RJR’s EM Blackmer, vice

president of marketing operations, to Benjamin Ruffin noted:

“ . . .the MORE Brand has been involved with the Ebony
Fashion Fair for a number of years . . .We have been
frustrated by our attempts to develop a stronger
association between the MORE Brand and the Fashion
Fair event. Johnson has responded that they do not wish
to give the impression that RJR is “sponsoring” the
activity.”128

Defusing opposition from within African American
communities
Courting leaders helped the industry defuse potential opposi-

tion. A 1982 internal industry study suggested that African

American leaders were least likely to support actions against

companies “having good records of black-related employment

practices and support of black community activities”.30 In the

late 1980s, as black tobacco control activists were becoming

more vocal, the industry used black leaders to counter their

efforts.
For example, when the industry was criticised for advertis-

ing targeting minorities, it fought back with Benjamin Hooks,
executive director of the NAACP. In 1989, Hooks (listed as a
candidate for the industry’s speaker program96) publicly
defended tobacco companies against the charges of targeting.
In an article “What about individual choice?”, Hooks noted
increased critical attention to tobacco advertising practices. He
wrote:

“Implicit in this is the premise that Blacks are so naïve
they will be persuaded to smoke by a billboard or an
ad . . .This is an insidious form of paternalism. Blacks,
like the rest of the populace, can make the choice of
whether to smoke or not.”129

In January 1990, RJR attempted to test market in Philadel-

phia a new mentholated cigarette called Uptown.130 Convinced

that this represented targeting of African Americans,4 131

enraged community leaders organised opposition.132 133 Federal

Health and Human Services Secretary Louis W Sullivan pub-

licly denounced RJR.134 In an unsigned RJR response to Dr

Sullivan on 18 January 1990, the industry again allied itself

with Hooks:

“I received your letter asking us to cancel our plans to test
market . . .Uptown . . .I am particularly distressed by the
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paternalistic tone . . .We do not agree with the implica-
tion that black consumers are less capable than others of
making the personal decision of whether or not to
smoke . . .We share this opinion with Dr. Benjamin L.
Hooks, executive director of the NAACP.”135

On 19 January 1990, the NAACP released its public

statement on the Uptown marketing campaign. Hooks, in a

carefully worded statement, said:

“As an organization deeply rooted in the black commu-
nity, we at the NAACP are aware that the decision of the
R.J. Reynolds Company to single out this community as
the target of its marketing efforts on behalf of . . .“Up-
town”, is being broadly perceived in a negative
manner . . .the NAACP will seek a meeting to express
our concerns with company officials.”136

Hooks wrote privately to James Johnston, RJR president/

CEO, requesting a meeting. Hooks wrote, “ . . .great concern

exists about the apparent “targeting” of cigarette marketing to

the black community . . .I am requesting an opportunity to

meet with you . . .for a discussion of this matter, which is of

great importance to both of us.”137 Although Hooks’ letter

emphasised the matter’s “importance,” he did not publicly

oppose Uptown. In fact, in a Time Magazine interview he was

implicitly critical of “Uptown opponents”, arguing that they

had adopted “the rationale that blacks are not capable of

making their own free choices”.132 An RJR memo written

before Uptown’s introduction shows that the industry consid-

ered Hooks a reliable ally.

“Should protest from the black community . . .reach a
point where broad national response is neces-
sary . . .Ask Ben Hooks and others within the black com-
munity to host lunches, breakfasts, or other events with
their constituents.”138

On 19 January, due to public pressure, RJR cancelled

Uptown.139 140 Hooks, frequently quoted by other industry

spokespersons,141–145 was later lauded by RJR as a “friend and

supporter who was one of few individuals to say anything

positive on [RJR’s] behalf in the wake of Uptown.”146 Hazel

Dukes, president of the New York state conference of NAACP

branches, was another NAACP tobacco industry ally.147 148 As a

member of the Committee for Common Courtesy, an industry

front group,149 she actively promoted tobacco interests21 by

opposing clean air policies in New York City.150–154 The industry

also used its alliances to counter critics more generally. Accus-

ing industry opponents of racism was suggested as an

effective industry strategy in an RJR document from 1990 that

discusses a meeting held to discuss possible coalitions

between the cigarette and beer industries. The document

suggests themes for a campaign to counter industry critics,

including “our critics are elitist and racist”.155

DISCUSSION
Others have previously described the tobacco industry’s influ-

ence in the African American community, noting that tobacco

money, especially in earlier periods, supported organisations

that might otherwise have failed for lack of funding.3 7 156 The

full extent of the tobacco industry’s financial presence

remains unseen157 and is probably underestimated here, since

given the voluminous nature of the document collections, we

cannot assure that we have examined all potentially relevant

documents. However, the internal industry documents now

allow us to understand better the underlying reasons why

some of this support was provided.

What this study illustrates is that the tobacco industry has

for decades meticulously cultivated relationships with virtu-

ally every leader and leadership group within the African

American community, and that this effort was expended not

merely out of generosity, but for at least three specific business

reasons: to develop and increase tobacco use among African

Americans; to use African Americans as a frontline force to

advance and defend industry policy positions; and to defuse or

obstruct tobacco control efforts arising from both within and

outside the community.

The African American community, like other marginalised

communities recognised as strategically important to the

industry, has in some instances sought out and benefited from

tobacco industry financial support estimated at $25 million

yearly.157 Some might argue that the relationships have been

mutually instrumental, since African American groups

received needed support in exchange for their backing of pro-

tobacco legislation or their silence on health issues. However,

given the now widely acknowledged, disproportionately

destructive impact of tobacco use on African Americans, the

price extracted from the community in pain, suffering,

sickness, early death, and loss of community elders may out-

weigh financial gains. At $25 million a year, the 45 000 African

Americans who die annually from preventable tobacco related

diseases are figuratively traded for a mere $555 apiece.

The tobacco industry regards African Americans as a group

with particular historic, social, and economic vulnerabilities,158

and it exploits these vulnerabilities by attempting to portray

addiction to cigarettes as a civil right and a free choice. By

providing monetary and social recognition, the industry also

suggests a picture of inclusion and friendship. However, it

chooses to ignore the devastating impact of its products on the

very group of people it claims to support.

The tobacco industry’s relationships with the African

American community also suggest patterns of activity that

may be repeated as the industry expands its global reach. It

can be anticipated that where racial or ethnic divisions create

groups that are marginalised, yet constitute potential markets,

opportunities for well publicised corporate philanthropy, or

emerging political power blocs, the tobacco industry may

attempt to exploit groups’ marginalisation by providing

resources and recognition. In turn, such groups may develop

economic dependence on tobacco funding and reluctance to

challenge industry practices.

What this paper adds

Among all racial and ethnic groups in the USA, African
Americans bear the greatest burden from tobacco related
disease. The tobacco industry has been highly influential in
the African American community for decades, providing
funding and other resources to community leaders and
emphasising publicly its support for civil rights causes and
groups, while ignoring the negative health effects of its
products on those it claims to support. However, the indus-
try’s private business reasons for providing such support
were hitherto unknown.

This analysis of previously secret internal tobacco indus-
try documents provides for the first time a clearer picture of
the tobacco industry’s practices and purposes in establish-
ing strong relationships with the African American commu-
nity. The industry established relationships with virtually
every African American leader and organisation for three
specific business reasons: to increase African American
tobacco use, to use African Americans as a frontline force
to defend industry policy positions, and to defuse tobacco
control efforts. This paper provides detailed documenta-
tion of these purposes. As the tobacco industry expands
globally, public health advocates should anticipate similar
industry efforts to exploit the vulnerabilities of other
marginalised groups.
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Conclusion
The pervasive presence of the tobacco industry among all

spheres of leadership in the African American community

suggests that special public health challenges remain. The first

steps, calling attention from within the community to the harms

caused by tobacco and questioning the continued normalisation

of tobacco use implied in accepting tobacco promotions and

money, have already been undertaken. The next steps are

harder, because they involve overtly confronting the economic

chokehold developed by the industry, publicising the harms

caused by continuing to permit it, holding leaders accountable,

and considering alternative sources of funds. Only the commu-

nity itself can decide whether certain leaders, organisations

and/or activities are truly worth the hidden price the

community pays to sustain them with tobacco industry dollars.
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